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Abstract:
Valuable Traditions of higher education seem to be at risk in Europe at the beginning of the 21st century. Many
actors and experts advocate a close utilitarian linkage of higher education to the presumed demands of the
employment system. There seems to be little room for the Chinese tradition of educating “wise” bureaucrats or for the
ideas of the Prussian governmental officer Wilhelm von Humboldt about 200 years ago according to which the
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake might turn out to be more relevant and innovative than instrumental education
or research. In the framework of the so-called “Bologna Process” in Europe, “employability” recently became a
popular term. A closer look at the European debates, however, reveals that there is not any consensus emerging at all
in favour of a subordination of the higher education curricula to the current presumed demands of the employment
system. Rather, there is a general call to reflect the professional relevance of study, whereby each individual
university or even each study programme might find its own way in a diversifying higher education, and all scholars
choose an appropriate option. As universities do not have only the function to create experts for the current world of 
work, but to educate students to challenge the conventional wisdom, university could chose a proactive role and could
educate students to become change agents in economy and society.
© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Beijing Forum.
1. Introduction
During the final years of the 20th century and first years of the 21st
The aim of this presentation is discuss the role of higher education to prepare graduates for their
subsequent employment and work. What role does the so-called “Bologna Process” play in this context, 
i.e. the joint activities of European countries to restructure study programmes and degrees? What is really
new in the current debates? To what extent are the current debates attributable to the Bologna Process or
only concurrently topical without any systematic link? What does the term “employability” mean and how
important are issues linked to this term (cf. Teichler, 2007, 2009)?
century a mood spread in many
economically advanced countries favouring substantial change in higher education.  The current mood can
be viewed as a good opportunity to review the state of affairs, to get rid of useless traditions and to strive
for substantial change. There are problems as well in the current mood: We observe both ideologically
advocacy of extreme changes as well as over-cautious enumeration of risks implied in any change.
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2. Debates Prior to the Bologna Process 
The extent to which teaching and learning in higher education is academically and professionally-
oriented is a hotly debated issue since a long time. This might be illustrated by the debate in Germany, 
where the following issues have been addressed frequently: 
 The Humboldtian university concept is often interpreted as a claim that the reflection of academic 
matters as such should not be constrained by concern about the relevance higher education, for 
example its professional relevance. Academic freedom, accordingly, would include the freedom of 
designing curricula without major concerns about their professional utility. 
 German governments, though often underscoring their respect for the Humboldtian concepts, take care 
for a strong professional orientation of fields of study closely linked to public sector employment or to 
public supervision. Upon successful completion of study programmes in medicine, law and teacher 
training, students are not awarded university degrees, but rather the passing of the first state 
examination is the equivalence of a degree. 
 At German universities and among many university-trained persons, we note a widespread cautious 
and sceptical attitude toward private enterprises. In contrast, the “visible hand” of government is more 
highly respected. 
 Debates in Germany show that most actors and experts consider a close quantitative matching between 
the number of graduates and the number of positions for graduates a matter of procedure. Although is 
widely accepted that qualified secondary leaver have the constitutionally guaranteed right to study, 
institutions of higher education tend to be blamed for “producing” too many graduates. 
 Scepticism in Germany as regards expansion of higher education has not really vanished. Certainly, 
the complaints about “Akademisches Proletariat” und “Überqualifikation” (the German terms 
equivalent for “over-education”). The German public is more concerned about below-average school 
test scores of German than about one of the lowest graduation rate among OECD countries. 
In spite of the strong emphasis on the Humboldtian concept in Germany which challenges any 
instrumental view of higher education, the underlying concept of a “professional society” is so strong in 
Germany and most continental European countries that a relatively close match between higher education 
and the world of work is highly desired – both vertically, i.e. as regards the number of graduates and the 
number of typical graduate jobs, and horizontally, i.e. regarding the fields of study and the occupational 
areas. 
We know strong arguments why a close match between demand and supply as regards university 
graduates is neither desirable nor feasible. For example: there are inevitable limits in predicting the 
demand. Employers are often uncertain in determining their demands and identifying the graduates’ 
competences. Graduates have to be both over-qualified to be prepared for unexpected tasks and under- 
qualified because higher education cannot mirror the existing diversity of job tasks. Graduates’ motives 
never match altogether the employers’ expectations. Higher education does not have to teach the rules and 
tools needed in a certain moment in time, but also prepare students to challenge constantly conventional 
wisdom.  Finally, in the wake of dynamics, uncertainties and vagueness of the labour market, graduates 
have to be competent to respond flexibly. But these arguments against a close “match” do not seem to 
have a lasting impact on the public debate; they tend to be “forgotten” quickly. 
In disregarding nuances, we certainly observe a far-reaching consensus in economically advanced 
countries about the key educational functions of higher education. Higher education is expected to 
 teach students to understand and master the academic theories, methods and knowledge domains, 
 contribute to cultural enhancement and personality development, 
 prepare students for subsequent work and other life spheres through lay the foundation of relevant 
knowledge und help them understand and acquire the typical “rules and tools” needed in their 
professional life, 
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 foster the ability to challenge the prevailing practices. Graduates have to be sceptical and critical, able 
to cope with indeterminate work tasks and able to contribute to innovation. 
Often actors and experts describe the educational functions of higher education in terms of a dichotomy 
between an academic emphasis and a professional emphasis of higher education. A close glance, however, 
shows that a variety of dimensions has to be taken into consideration. We have to distinguish between 
 a professionally geared composition of knowledge within a study programme (e.g. mechanical 
engineering) versus an academically determined composition of knowledge of a study programme (e.g. 
philosophy); 
 an academic versus applied emphasis of teaching and learning, i.e. an emphasis on understanding the 
logic of the knowledge system versus and emphasis on the transfer of knowledge to practical problem-
solving; 
 academic orientation versus orientation towards practice, i.e. pursuit of knowledge for its own sake 
versus learning to understand the tensions between theory and practice during the course of study; 
 preparing students to be able to become scholars versus preparing students to understand and utilize 
the results of academic work in their subsequent professional work outside academia, 
 prime emphasis on the understanding and the ability to handle conventional wisdom versus prime 
emphasis on sceptical and critical views as well as on coping with indeterminate work tasks and 
innovation, 
 emphasis on conveying foundation of knowledge relevant for professional practice versus preparing 
students directly to master all the relevant knowledge, 
 emphasis on general knowledge and competences versus emphasis on specific academic or 
professional knowledge and competences, 
 disciplinary versus interdisciplinary emphasis, and 
 emphasis on mastering the “substance” as such versus emphasis on the awareness of the impact of 
professional action. 
Obviously, fields of study vary in all societies in the ways these dimensions of academic and 
professional emphasis are handled. Moreover, we note a diversity of the system, i.e. distinctions according 
to type of higher education institutions or according to “profiles” of individual institutions. 
3. Changes with the Bologna Process 
The Bologna Declaration was signed in 1999 by the ministers in charge of higher education of a large 
number of Europe countries. It called for convergent cycle structures of study programmes and degrees all 
over Europe similar to bachelor-master programmes in Anglo-Saxon countries. The prime aim named was 
to contribute to an increase of student mobility, both in increasing the attractiveness of higher education in 
Europe for students in other parts of the world and in increasing intra-European mobility.  
The 1999 Declaration does not comprise any recommendation to strengthen the employment and work 
orientation of higher education; it only calls for the following: “The degree awarded after the first cycle 
shall also be relevant to the European labour market as an appropriate level of qualification”. The 
ministers in charge of higher education emphasized that the bachelor should be professionally relevant as 
well, because they were afraid that universities in European countries, which in the past only had offered a 
long study programme leading to a degree equivalent to a master, might shape bachelor programmes 
merely as preparatory to master programmes.  
The Bologna Declaration, thus, does not call for a stronger professional emphasis of study programmes, 
but rather for some degree of professional emphasis across all levels of study programmes. Little is said 
about possible curricular convergence, because the European diversity should not be endangered, and the 
supplementary measures, i.e. the introduction of credit systems and the provision of a “Diploma 
Supplement” do not aim to change curricula, but rather to document the existing curricula as well as study 
achievements. 
424   Ulrich Teichler /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  77 ( 2013 )  421 – 428 
The subsequent debate in Europe on “Bologna” and its implications, however, do not focus solely on 
the recommendations formulated in the 1999 Declaration. We note at least five references. 
 The Bologna Declaration 1999 and possibly the predecessor declaration by ministers from four 
countries, i.e. the Sorbonne Declaration of 1998. 
 The communiqué published at the end of the follow-up conferences of the ministers (in Prague 2001, 
Berlin 2003, Bergen 2005, London 2007, Leuven 2009 as well as Vienna and Budapest 2010). 
 The communiqués of the theme-specific conferences of actors and experts arranged by the Bologna 
Follow-up Group (BFUG), among some of them on “employability”. 
 One cannot be certain whether all these documents really mirror the mainstream of thoughts. 
Sometimes, themes are addressed in the major documents which do not turn out to be salient for a 
longer time, 
 There is a Zeitgeist (a certain dominant way of thinking for a period of time) of the context of higher 
education as well as of issues which can be interpreted as linked to the Bologna Process even though 
respective issues cannot be interpreted as an outgrowth of it. 
While a structural approach dominated at the beginning, the Bologna Process gradually moved 
towards curricular matters. The terms “quality assurance”, “employability” and “qualifications 
frameworks” signal this shift of emphasis. This can be explained in part by the fact that the core of the 
Bologna Process, i.e. structural convergence through a stage system of study programmes and degree 
primarily for the enhancement of mobility, necessarily calls for some curricular reflections and measures: 
First, the above named issue of curricular relevance of a university bachelor; second, the issue of distinct 
levels of competences typical for a bachelor and for a master, bachelor; second, the issue of distinct levels 
of competences typical for a bachelor and for a master; third, issues of “ international education” and the 
“European dimension “ of higher education becoming more relevant due to increasing mobility; and, 
fourth, issues of reputation levels: do higher education systems in European countries move towards 
steeper vertical stratification (cf. the debates on “world-class universities” and “global competition” ), or 
is vertical diversity kept in bound, thus ensuring broad “ zones of trust” among many European 
institutions of higher education and thus offer ample opportunities for mobility? 
In addition, we note recent curricular debates which are not necessitated by the core issues of the 
Bologna Declaration. These might be called “output awareness” and “outcome awareness” (discussed in 
the context of “quality assurance” and “learning outcomes”), and “employability”. 
4. Reflection of Impact and Professional Relevance 
Since about two decades, we note a fundamental change in higher education which is highly relevant 
for notions of the relationships between higher education and the world of work. It is not accepted 
anymore that scholars and students focus only on academic subject matters as such and that a pursuit of 
knowledge for its own sake dominates. Also achievement measurement is expected not only to look 
whether theories, methods and disciplinary knowledge is acquired successfully. Rather, we expect that all 
actors are aware of both the academic subject matter and its impact, and that they handle such a dual 
attention strategically. This implies 
 Permanent reflection of the impact of academic activities (reinforced by evaluation, accreditation, 
achievement-oriented remuneration of academics, competitive research funding, output indicator-
based institutional funding, etc.), 
 explicit training beyond acquisition of knowledge: emphasis on competences and learning outcomes, 
training abilities to act successfully and to solve problems,  
 fostering professionally relevant areas of competences supplementary to the academic domains, e.g. 
social interaction or normative implications of professional work. 
There is a vast academic literature on concepts such as “knowledge”, “abilities” “competences”, 
“qualifications”, “skills”, “learning outcomes”, etc. , and the popular debate is even more heterogeneous. 
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Whatever terms we prefer, we have to bear in mind that the results of teaching and learning often are 
defined on three different dimensions: (a) the dimension of knowledge, i.e. knowing and understanding 
theories, methods and subject-matter knowledge of academic disciplines (e.g. mathematics); (b) the 
dimension of personal ability, i.e. “wise” or “smart”, and (c) the functional dimension, i.e. the ability to 
achieve something on the job or other life spheres, e.g. “problem-solving ability”. 
The debates on the relationships between study and work are often confusing because most specialized, 
academically related issues tend to be defined in terms of the knowledge dimensions, whereas most 
general competences are defined in terms of personal ability or functionally. This shows how uncertain we 
are to determine how learning and knowledge affects personality and professional outcomes; these 
linkages tend to remain a “black box” in the respective debates. 
In trying to measure outcomes of teaching and learning in higher education, we do not primarily look 
at individual acts of work and performance in other life spheres. Rather, we are interested in the overall 
impact of study. As a consequence of our “outcome awareness”, we are interested to know the 
“professional success” of graduates. This can be described in terms of smooth transition from higher 
education to employment, high income and high socio-economic status, a position appropriate to the level 
of educational attainment, desirable employment conditions (e.g. employment stability, opportunities for 
promotion), a high utilisation of knowledge, desirable work conditions (independent, demanding, 
responsible work), and a high degree of job satisfaction. 
It should be noted, though, that professional success is not identical with “outcome” of higher 
education. Rather, other “intervening variables” might explain the success to a considerable extent, 
notably (a) different socio-biographic preconditions on the part of the students and graduates, (b) 
differences according to learning prior to and outside higher education, (c) differences in the study 
behaviour during the course of study in higher education, (d) a relative autonomy of the transition from 
higher education and employment (e.g. smart search strategies, “credentialism”, difficulties to identify 
competences), (e) independent effects of training and learning at the initial career stage, (f) regional 
labour markets (the average income of graduates from one university as compared to another one might be 
determined more strongly by the economic conditions of their region than by the quality of the 
educational provisions), (g) disciplinary labour markets (a higher income of an engineer than that of a 
philosopher does not necessarily indicate a higher level of competence or of academic knowledge). 
Many outcome-based university rankings or outcome-based indicators for funding neglect the power of 
these intervenient variables. As a consequence, some universities are “rewarded” and others are penalized 
for something which is out of their reach. 
5. The “Employability” Debate 
The current “employability” debate in Europe is so influential and controversial not just because its 
calls for a reflection and for taking into consideration the professional relevance of study. Rather, the 
debate dominates the scene, because it seems to suggest that certain interpretations of the relationships 
between higher education and subsequent employment and work are the most desirable ones whereas 
others are “out”. For example, in undertaking a study on debates and measures regarding “employability” 
at universities in Austria, we came to the conclusion that the majority of actors consider “employability” 
as call of the Bologna Process to gear study programmes more instrumentally to preparation for 
professional tasks than could be accepted on the basis the principle understanding of Austrian universities, 
i.e. to lay the foundation for professional action but not train the professional application of academic 
knowledge. 
Obviously, the term “employability” is totally misleading in two respects. First, “Employability” is a 
well established term of labour market research and labour market policy addressing problems of “youth 
at risk”, etc. to get employed at all. In contrast, “employability” in the context of the Bologna Process 
addresses the question how a very privileged group on the labour market might enhance their career 
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prospects even further. Second, The term “employment” refers to the exchange dimension of the world of 
work, i.e. to salaries, positions, envisaged duration of employment in the employment contract, holidays 
and social benefits linked to employment. In contrast, the respective debates in the Bologna Process focus 
on the quality and relevance of curricula for subsequent work assignments. 
Moreover, we note that various meanings are visible when actors and experts call for increased 
“employability” of graduates: 
 the institutions of higher education should do whatever they can do in order to enhance the career 
success of their graduates, 
 students should strive for enhancing the exchange value of their study, i.e. choosing the university 
which promise the highest “credentialist” value, choosing a subject leading to well-paid occupations, 
etc., 
 a close link between the substance of study programme and the substance of work tasks, 
 an emphasis on learning to transfer academic knowledge to action in the world of work, e.g. an applied 
emphasis, fostering problem-solving abilities), 
 enhancing competences not closely linked to academic subject matter, but highly appreciated in the 
employment system (e.g. socio-communicative skills), 
 assistance on the job search process (information and advice as regards occupational choice, help to 
get in touch with employers, coaching for employment interviews, etc.). 
Altogether, “employability” is mostly understood as emphasizing the value of competences 
immediately useful on the job and the subordination of the objectives of higher education to the employers’ 
expectations. 
Looking at the current debates in a less biased way, we suggest to employing the term “professional 
relevance”: Institutions of higher education are challenged to take into consideration in shaping their 
curricula what learning and enhancement of competences eventually will mean for their subsequent work. 
This holds true, irrespective whether fields of study are traditionally closely linked to certain occupational 
areas or not, whether a more theoretical or a more applied curricular emphasis is preferred and whether 
one wants to adapt students to the prevailing job requirements or wants to strengthen their potentials of 
being change agents. 
In fact, we note in the Bologna Process all over Europe a broad range of proposals for curricular thrusts. 
Without being able to provide a comprehensive analysis, it is certainly justified to claim that 11 curricular 
thrusts are on the agenda as possible options: (1) Further academic specialisation: for example a higher 
selectivity among areas of knowledge, more emphasis on theories and methods, new interdisciplinary 
specialisation, etc.; (2) General cognitive competences, i.e. emphasis on generic skills and broad 
knowledge, emphasis on theories and methods instead of knowledge areas, learning to learn, etc.; (3) 
Working styles, e.g. working under time constraints and perseverance; (4) General occupationally-linked 
values, e.g. loyalty, curiosity and achievement orientation; (5) Specific professionally related values, e.g. 
entrepreneurial spirit, service orientation; (6) Transfer competences, e.g. problem-solving ability; (7) 
Socio-communicative skills, e.g. leadership, team work, rhetoric; (8) Supplementary knowledge areas, e.g. 
foreign languages, ICT; (9) Ability to organise one’s own life; (10) Ability to handle the labour market, 
e.g. job search relevant knowledge, promising self-presentation to employers; (11) International 
competences; e.g. knowledge and understanding of foreign cultures, comparative analysis, coping with 
unknown persons. 
6. Diversification 
Most actors and experts believe that expansion of higher education is more or less automatically linked 
to its diversification. On the one hand, it is assumed that the students become more diverse as far as their 
motive, abilities and job prospects are concerned and that a diverse higher education system would serve 
this growing diversity of students in the best possible manner. On the other hand, we note a widespread 
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conviction that links between research and teachers get looser: research tends to move to higher degree of 
specialisation than teaching and learning; research might not need to be expanded as much as teaching and 
learning and that also quality differences within research are likely to grow; moreover, some actors and 
experts believe that research should be more strongly divided than teaching between universities in terms 
of a steep institutional hierarchy of universities. 
Obviously, there is not any consensus as regards the extent to which higher education should be 
diversified vertically and horizontally. For example, German higher education was characterized by a 
relatively flat hierarchy of quality among universities and by emphasising primarily a horizontal 
diversification between the theoretical approach of universities and the applied approach of 
Fachhochschulen (translated as universities of applied sciences). Now, a programme, called “excellence 
initiative”, was established to provide a small number of universities more resources in order to catch the 
race of “world-class universities”; on the other hand, many politicians in Germany advocate the relatively 
high level of a large number of universities as a special of the German system of higher education. 
We also note a tension in those respects in Europe. The so-called “Lisbon Process” of the EU member 
countries striving for a European Research Area seemed to be shaped by sympathy for steep quality 
differences among universities. In contrast, the aim of the Bologna-Process to facilitate intra-European 
mobility can be reached more easily and comprehensively, if the vertical differences between universities 
remain small. 
We note these controversies, but, surprisingly, the key questions as regards diversification are seldom 
asked: 
 What extent of vertical stratification is most suitable for the graduates’ future tasks in the world of 
work and in other life spheres? Do we believe in an “elite knowledge society” or in the “wisdom of the 
many”? 
 Do the overall competences of all graduates at the time of graduation increase or decline, if we move 
towards a steeper vertical diversity than customary in the past? 
 How do efforts to change the extent of vertical diversity change the extent of horizontal diversity? Do, 
for example, efforts create more steeply stratified systems undermine horizontal diversity? 
7. Concluding Considerations 
The Bologna-Process, operationally viewed, is primarily an issue of the patterns of study programmes 
and degrees. But functionally viewed, two other themes play an important role: the increase of student 
mobility, and new links between study and subsequent employment and work. 
The closer the Bologna-Process moves to the end of the first period of change – the realisation of the 
so-called “European Higher Education Area” by 2010, the more the questions is raised what the structural 
change actually has meant for student mobility and for curricula as well as the links between study and 
subsequent employment and work. 
As regards the latter, the term “employability” has become popular. We note many actors trying to sell 
their hobby notion of the desired links between study and subsequent work as the “real meaning” of the 
Bologna Process. Some actors ardently urge to make study programmes highly instrumental and very 
closely geared to presumed prevailing job requirements. Some critics jokingly even state that the 
“Marxism-Leninism” course of Central and Eastern European are now substituted by courses on the 
“Capitalistic Manifest”. 
Certainly, it is more appropriate to state that the Bologna Process calls - in a similar way as the German 
Framework Act for Higher Education since 1976 had done it - for professional relevance of study 
programmes. Thereby, each field of study and each institution of higher education have to reflect their 
respective conditions and have to choose their specific options. Such a general call for professional 
relevance is not new and not substantially different from similar calls in the past. However, there is a 
widespread awareness now that professional relevance is not anymore primarily a theme for the 
428   Ulrich Teichler /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  77 ( 2013 )  421 – 428 
vocational training sector and for the applied sector of non-university higher education. Rather, the 
universities themselves have to take higher education expansion seriously through intra-institutional 
diversification: They have to serve concurrently the future academics, the future professional elite and 
large number of students who eventually will get middle-level occupations. The universities have to 
reflect how academically oriented teaching and learning can be professionally relevant for professional 
positions academically less demanding than traditional university graduate careers, but sufficiently 
demanding that universities serve them in a targeted manner. 
Reflection of the professional relevance does not compromise the academic freedom of university 
professors. They continue to have options ranging from academic education for the pursuit of knowledge 
for its own sake to utilitarian adaptations to the current employers’ expectations. The author of this 
contribution suggests that universities consider themselves as proactive. The university professors have to 
know the expectations from economy and society, but they also have to be aware of the current problems 
of economy and society and to educate their students to be eventual change agents.  
References 
[1] Büchel, F./de Griep, A./Martens, A., eds. (2003). Overeducation in Europe: Current Issues in Theory and Policy. 
Cheltenham, MA: Edward Elgar. 
[2] Bennet, N./Dunne, E./Carré, C. (2000). Skills Development in Higher Education and Employment. Buckingham: SRHE & 
Open University Press. 
[3] Haug, G. (2005). “The Public Responsibility of Higher Education: Preparing for Labour Market”. In Weber, L./Bergan, S., 
eds. The Public Responsibility for Higher Education and Research. Strasbourg: Council of Europe, pp. 203-209. 
[4] Knight, P.T./Yorke, M. (2002).  “Employability Through the Curriculum”, Tertiary Education and Management, Vol. 8, No. 
3, 261-276. 
[5] Knight, P.T./Yorke, M. (2003). Learning, Curriculum, and Employability in Higher Education. London: Falmer Press. 
[6] OECD (2009). Education at a Glance 2009: OECD Education Indicators. Paris: OECD. 
[7] Official BFUG Bologna Seminar: Enhancing European Employability (2006). Swansea: University of Wales Swansea 
(http://www.bolognaconference.swansea.ak.uk). 
[8] Schomburg. H. (2007). “Work Orientation and Job Satisfaction”. In Teichler, U., ed. Careers of University Graduates. 
Dordrecht: Springer, pp. 247-264. 
[9] Schomburg, H./Teichler, U. (2006). Higher Education and Graduate Employment in Europe. Dordrecht: Springer. 
[10] Teichler, U. (2007). “Higher Education and the European Labour Market”. In Froment, E., Kohler, J./Purser, L./Wilson, L. 
(eds.). EUA Bologna Handbook – Making Bologna Work. Berlin: Raabe, article A 3.2-1, pp. 1-34. 
[11] Teichler, U. (2009). Higher Education and the World of Work: Conceptual Framework: Comparative Perspectives, 
Empirical Findings. Rotterdam/Taipei: Sense. 
[12] Vila, L.E. (2000). “The Non-monetary Benefits of Education”, European Journal of Education, Vol. 35, No. 1, 21-32. 
[13] Wolf, A. (2002). Does Education Matter? Myths About Education and Economic Growth. London: Penguin Books. 
 
 
